Heather Cox Richardson has written an engaging and important book. In The Death of Reconstruction, she examines sources reflecting northern public opinion in order to examine the ideological underpinnings of Reconstruction's demise. While Richardson never minimizes the im-portance of race in the story of Reconstruction, she breaks new groxmd in illuminating the manner in which northern class anxieties hastened that region's retreat from Reconstruction.
Northerners examined the freedpeople through the prism of their own assumptions about labor, Richardson maintains. In the idealistic 1860s, that meant that northern politicians and writers viewed slaves through the prism of a free labor ideal that valued independence and individual striving. Richardson cites many instances in which the northern press viewed blacks as seemingly ideal laborers embodying the American dream of upward mobility and independence. Yet in an important sense, the free labor ideal, which placed agricultural labor in a central place in republican society, became obsolete in a booming postwar economy. As immigration and industrialization proceeded. Republican elites became increasingly worried about the possibility that European-style labor radicalism, exemplified by the Paris Commune, could gain a foothold in the United States. In an especially compelling chapter on South Carolina's freedpeople and the northern press, Richardson suggests that increasing northern skepticism about blacks and Reconstruction was fed by anxiety about the role of labor in a republican society. To northern elites, black South Carolinians looked nothing like the embodiment of an agrarian ideal of free labor, resembling instead fractious workers in the North and Europe who could use suffrage to undermine the interests of business.
Although Richardson displays a remarkable mastery of the secondary sources, her primary source base of prominent northern newspapers, magazines, cartoons, and pamphlets is relatively thin. Except for a few quotations from the Chicago Tribune, most of Richardson's evidence comes from newspapers and magazines published on the East Coast. Further research in local newspapers and archival materials, particularly in the Midwest, will be needed to determine whether the ideological retreat from Reconstruction, revealed here in relatively elite sources such as Harper's and The Nation, can be linked to opinion among officeholders and voters in local Republican strongholds such as Iowa.
In fact, Richardson's thesis, that elites lirdced blacks in the South to the threat of labor radicalism in the North, might not hold true in Iowa. It is by no mear\s clear that leaders in an agricultural state with a relatively quiescent labor movement during the late nineteenth century's Gilded Age would view southern laborers in the same fashion as opinion leaders in the East. Iowa historians may well want to examine Richardson's thesis in the light of sources in our state.
Although Richardson has not examined all the evidence and may not have all the answers, she asks the right questions. Further, she answers them eloquently. In doing so, she adds a new dimension to our understanding of a perennial issue in the historiography of the Civil War era: the story of Reconstruction's demise. This book will provoke argument in a relatively moribund field, and provide a useful supplement to Eric Foner's classic. Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution (1988 Reviewer James Beranek lives in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. He is engaged in a study of railroad structures along Iowa's Rock Island line.
The Chicago & Alton Railroad was chartered in 1847 to cormect Alton, Illinois, on the Mississippi River, with Springfield (Abraham Lincoln was an early stockholder, lawyer, and passenger). Gene V. Glendinning recounts the difficulties the railroad's backers had raising construction money, dealing with the Illinois legislature, and fending off corporate vultures. Despite these challenges, the road was completed to Springfield and extended to Chicago in 1854 and to East St. Louis in 1858.
This tumultuous phase in the line's history ended in receivership the following year. TTianks to the efforts of its longtime president, Timothy Blackstone, however, the road was rebuilt into one of the most prosperous and best-maintained railroads in the Midwest. It bunt west to Kansas City, and in the hotly competitive Chicago-St. Louis passenger market it was the majority carrier. Coriservatively managed, the Alton Road turned profits even during the Parues of 1873 and 1893.
Glendinning argues that this cor\servatism was both the Alton's strength and its fatal weakness; its focus on serving its local territory led it to pass up opportunities to expand further or to merge with a larger railroad. Dissatisfied stockholders removed Blackstone in 1899, launching the Alton on a 50-year Odyssey of increasing debt, declining profits, and multiple owners. Finally, after a third receivership, the Chicago & Alton merged with the Gulf, Mobile & Ohio in 1947, ending its corporate existence.
The Chicago & Alton Railroad contains everything you would want to know about its namesake. Always in control of his material, Glendinning covers not only financial, political, and construction history but also the nitty-gritty of equipment, structures, and operations, all
